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Abstract 
This paper presents an ethnographic description of the cultural and ethical positioning adopted by a mestizo teacher in his 
interactions with Mazahua (indigenous) students. The interaction shows how teacher and students get together in a process of 
shared reflection or situated learning (Lave & Wenger 2001) about the uses and effects produced by the application of modern 
technology. They do not question the usefulness of the content in itself; rather, they introduce and discuss other considerations 
not mentioned in the text book in a dialogical conversation in which a culturally sensitive teacher and his students reinvent the 
national curriculum. 
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1. Introduction 
In this paper I address the relation between everyday sociocultural experience of indigenous students and the 
official content of the curriculum. I describe practices in a sixth-grade classroom at a federal/rural school with 
Mazahua children taught by a non-Mazahua teacher. My focus is on how the children’s family and social experience 
enters the classroom, and on what the teacher does with this experience in interaction with his students. 
We shall see how such teaching practice can encourage a cultural approach to the students’ lives, by orienting the 
curiculum in ways that allow children to better understand life in their community. 
By using a sociocultural focus, I will show how the teacher is able to challenge the social order that the 
educational institution is attempting to maintain. To understand this interaction, I refer to Goffman’s ideas (1961:8-
18, 1983) about social encounters, in which people put what they know into play. I also use Goffman’s idea of 
positioning or footing, which refers to the way a person portrays him self when he verbalizes a linguistic expression 
in the presence of others. Such expressions orient the interpretation other people make of his speech and actions.  
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 The ethnographic data presented here come from a broader anthropological study of the relation between 
education and work among Mazahua children and their families (Robles 2004). The fieldwork for this study was 
carried out in several Mazahua communities and their schools in a Mexico State municipality. 
Children at Work: a sociocultural practice 
The Mazahua children observed in this study participate in various community activities as part of their normal 
everyday life experience. Specifically they regularly take part in agricultural activities. It is important to note that 
family and community social organization, as well as, many other activities, revolves around and is articulated by 
agricultural work. 
Learning to do agricultural work is fundamental in Mexico’s indigenous communities. In these communities the 
work children carry out is essential for the functioning of their families in both economic and cultural terms.  
I use the term vital learning to refer to what children learn through their jobs in community and family, or simply 
by being present when such work activities are being carried out. This type of learning gives children the necessary 
experience and understanding to be able to participate in activities that the local social organization requires. Doing 
field work, caring for farm animals, loading and carrying, or working in the house are all jobs that are directly 
related to children’s lives, and they imply learning that will accompany children for the rest of their days.  “Being 
there” at a certain place and time permit the learning. It is the situated learning that Lave and Wenger characterize as 
“… the way of becoming involved in a common, structured pattern of learning experiences without being taught, 
tested or reduced to being mechanical copiers of daily tasks …” (2003:3).   
In the Classroom … to delve into the contents 
In light of the history of children’s participation in family and community work and social activities, I will now 
present a case in which this experience is addressed, emphasized and positioned in the classroom. Here we can see 
how certain cultural manifestations present at school can facilitate communication. The language of instruction at 
the observed school is Spanish, although students are bilingual in Mazahua and Spanish.  
The following description is of a class given by a teacher I call Rosendo. This teacher links a community’s form 
of agricultural production with specific curriculum content in an unusual way, when compared with the methods 
used by other teachers at the same school. Rosendo takes his students’ community life to school without making it a 
pedagogical exercise.  
I would like to analyze three aspects of this class in particular: 
a) The teacher, based on a detailed analysis of the textbook, addresses the implicit consequences not 
considered in the design of the curriculum. 
b) By means of a broad interpretation of the text and a detailed analysis, the students and their teacher are able 
to incorporate what they know and what they do in their daily life. 
c) The teacher, with a strategy I refer to here as a cultural approach, creates other possibilities for addressing 
the curriculum. In other words, he does not ignore other visions, versions and possible interpretations of 
topics not present in the curriculum. 
Let us see how this teacher and his students “skirt” (“get around”) the school curriculum. The group is studying 
natural science in this class. They are working on a reading with comments about the relation between energy and 
technology, taken from an official national textbook. This is a continuation of a larger topic they have been studying 
related to generating energy. To introduce the reading, the teacher asks the students to imagine the content of the 
text based on its title. The children offer various ideas that the teacher repeats without comment, but with implicit 
recognition of the panorama of possibilities the title allows. In this manner, he generates a setting of trust for the 
children’s participation. A boy reads the text aloud for the group; then the teacher stops him so that they can make 
comments on the reading. 
Progressive Reading 
Francisco reads from his textbook: “...Different types of technology and energy can be used. For example, 
grinding corn with a mortar and pestle is not the same as grinding with a gristmill, which can provide a larger 
amount of ground corn in the same amount of time. The two technologies are different. One is simple and the other 
is more complex. And two different forms of energy are used: the mortar and pestle use human energy, and the 
gristmill uses electricity.” 
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Rosendo: Just to there... (also indicating with his hand to stop the reading).  Have you seen that we are 
comparing?  
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: What we were saying about the types of energy, and now compared with technology …, applied to 
technology …, We are realizing that technology helps us to do it faster, right?  
Children: Ye-e-e-e-s. 
Rosendo: Unfortunately, that also brings us a problem... What would that problem be?... Before... let’s see. Look 
closely. Before, to plow a field, what was used?  
Children:  A plow... with a team of oxen. 
Rosendo: A team of oxen and a plow, right? 
Children: Yes.  
Rosendo: And how long did it take our fathers to plow one hectare? 
Children: One day... two days, about two... three. 
Rosendo: More. Three days, four, depending on if he worked all day, right? 
Children: Yes.  
Rosendo: And now, what is used to plow? 
Children: A tractor. 
Rosendo: And how long does it take the tractor to plow one hectare? 
Children: One day... half an hour... one hour... two hours... 
Rosendo: In one or two hours, right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: Which means that technology makes the work... 
Child: Fast. 
Rosendo: Faster, right? But now, what comes along with it? 
Children: Well... about... 
Rosendo: What do our fathers do now? 
Child: They have to pay for the tractor. 
Rosendo: Aha. But what do our fathers do now? (Nods his head to accept the response and opens his eyes wider 
as if looking for more responses.) 
Children: Work.  
Rosendo: What do they do now with their team of oxen? 
Children: They sell them. 
Rosendo: They have to sell them. But now where will they earn money? They used to have three sure days of 
work, right?  
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: They used to have three sure days of work. Now they don’t have even one day... Right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: Before it used to be that planting one hectare required a lot of field hands... right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: How many field hands used to be needed to finish planting in one day? 
Children: Ten…fifteen... 
Rosendo: About ten field hands, right? Ten people had work, right?... Now what is used to plant? 
Children: The tractor... with a planter... 
Rosendo: Also the tractor, right? 
Child: With a team.  
Rosendo: What does the tractor do? It makes the rows and at the same time…? 
Children: It plants.  
Rosendo: How many people drive the tractor? 
Children: One... two... 
Rosendo: Only one... Sometimes one on the equipment and sometimes two, right? Sometimes to plow a little 
deeper, someone stands on the plow, right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: OK, two... When it used to be that ten field hands were needed to plant, right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: Plus one man... making the... (draws straight lines in the air) 
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Children: Rows. 
Rosendo: The rows, right? Where did those other people end up working?... Where did they end up? 
Child: At home. 
Rosendo: And what are they eating now? 
Child: They looked for a job. 
Rosendo: They had to look for a job. And if they don’t find one here in the country, they have to... 
Children. Go to the city... 
Rosendo: Migrate, right? So not all technology is nice, right? Nor is it good... Before, when there was going to be 
a big party, as it says here (in the book), a woman was hired to grind the corn and make tortillas, right? 
Children: Yes.  
Rosendo: But not just one woman. Ten or twelve women would work for a big party, right? 
Children: Yes.   
Rosendo: And now what do they do? 
Child: They just go to the tortilla shop. 
Rosendo: They go to the tortilla shop and order 50, 100 kilos of tortillas, right? 
Child: Some people still grind corn, Teacher... 
Rosendo: And before, those ladies who would grind the corn would be given tacos to eat at the party, and would 
take some home for their children to eat, right?  
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: Well, except in exchange, well, that is also coming to an end with the use of technology in our... work 
at home. We see that energy is used to grind with a mortar and pestle, right? 
Children: Yes. 
Rosendo: And to use a gristmill... other energy is used, right? What kind of energy is used for a mortar and 
pestle? 
Children. Energy from a person. 
Rosendo: Energy from a person. And for the gristmill? 
Children: Electrical energy.  
Rosendo: Let’s continue reading Cristina. 
A Detailed Interpretation: Evoking the Absent or Dark Side of Discourse 
I shall underline several aspects of the group’s interaction. First, the teacher moves the class in two directions: the 
pedagogical one and the direction of the social critique. 
Following the text book lesson, the teacher begins by having a student reads a paragraph that provides the basis 
for precise, detailed analysis. In other words, he presents -in an analytical manner- each of the elements read by the 
group. Up to now, the teacher recognizes the discursive argument of the textbook, according to its formal logic.  
After that, by using a comparison, the teacher and students seem to move critically away from the text in search 
of an exception, a spiny element of the matter. They speak of the implicit consequences of the topic: “Unfortunately, 
that also brings us a problem. What would that problem be?” In other words, in this initial analysis the teacher 
reveals some of the textbook’s hidden elements by making questions explicitly about the consequences of the topic. 
This type of progressive analysis -from the start- sets the tone, so the children are invited to incorporate what they 
know and what they do in their lives. The strategy is to read the text completely, with a broad interpretation of what 
it is said and what it is not. It would seem that the strategy is to point to other possible interpretations. 
The comparison between scholastic and local social cultural knowledge the teacher and students make in class 
facilitates the children’s formation of different visions and versions of the topic. This situation permits the teacher to 
place himself in a critical position between the discourses, with a final ethical position.  
The children’s comments on the topic point to the coexisting usage of various technologies in the community, 
both traditional and modern. The use of modern technology does not, however, imply a moving away from “funds 
of knowledge”; i.e., what people know through their daily experiences (González, Moll & Amanti 2005), or from 
traditional know-how inherent to learning the local agricultural work and the specific intellectual and corporal 
training mentioned by Bonfil (1990) or Chamoux (1992:28).  
In terms of the curriculum, the textbook discourse suggests that the use of modern technology corresponds to a 
technological change that must be followed. The teacher delves into the contents suggested by the textbook. He does 
not limit himself to the view presented by the curriculum. He sees and deals with the curriculum from a different 
perspective than that of the public education system, in which the local sociocultural context is located as tangential. 
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In fact, the teacher’s strategy is to reinvent the curriculum by means of a cultural combination of the children’s 
experiences with some of the curriculum’s content, with a focus on the local context. The teacher’s position is not 
ingenuous. He knows what he is talking about and provoking in the group (Giddens, 1998). In fact, his positioning is 
not simply sensitive to the children’s culture, but it is also an ethical positioning. The teacher emphasizes part of the 
content and then asks about what he assumes the children have not understood. In this sense, he acts as a social 
agent (Giddens, 1998).     
Children´s agency is fundamental in this ethical strategy. The children in turn become involved through discreet 
but interested participation (Paradise 1991). They can follow the discourse in a relaxed manner, since the topic 
revolves around their experience with agricultural work. They also know what they are talking about. The responses 
the students verbalize are not questioned: they are accepted by the teacher and the members of the class as part of 
the topic without attaching importance to their precision. Thus the class becomes a relaxed chat in which the 
children are not inhibited in their participation, and in which everything they say can fit because it is within a range 
of possible acceptable responses. Thus I infer that there is no evaluation of the responses in an academic sense. All 
of the children’s responses make sense. In other words, they are communicating within the same semiotic terrain 
(Geertz, 1987), or as van Dijk (2001) states, they are evoking a “semantic memory” that has been socially 
constructed. 
Conclusion: A Cultural and Ethical Positioning and Open Interaction  
Rosendo has an interactional teaching strategy and a way of handling curriculum content that I would call a 
cultural approach. He develops a series of progressive questions that focus on a particular issue, but without 
neglecting the diverse scenarios to which the content is related. He links the students’ daily activities to some of the 
content of the curriculum by using simple language in which he includes himself in the first person plural. In this 
manner, the teacher creates the possibility of presenting different versions and visions of the topic suggested in the 
curriculum. In fact, no one imposes any one version discussed in class: on the contrary, the teacher promotes 
different interpretations of the topic without explicitly endorsing any particular version. In this manner, he 
encourages students to think about many possibilities of addressing topics. 
Employing a perspective different from that of the textbook, the teacher addresses -during the entire class- the 
use of new technologies throughout the corn growing cycle, noting their corresponding advantages and 
disadvantages. During the class discussion he makes evident the “perverse effects” that are not considered in the 
general curriculum. 
Rosendo and his students relate the topic of technology to topics that are of relevance in the daily life of the entire 
community. For example, by talking about the use of the tractor, he converses with the children about migration, 
unemployment, the ownership of the means of production, the distribution of social wealth, the transformation of 
festivities, the social organization of work, and so on. He subtly questions the assumed neutrality of the textbook, 
which suggests that the utilization of electrical energy implies unquestionable benefits: “It makes everything faster.” 
This neutral vision of the textbook discourse is exactly what the teacher ethically questions. 
The teacher’s cultural and ethical positioning permits the expression and valuing of the children’s local social 
experience. We can understand his strategy as a grass-roots process that implies reinventing the national curriculum. 
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